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The Volunteers in Kilkenny 1914 to 1916 

On Sunday November 23
rd

 1913, the Annual Manchester Martyrs Commemoration was held 

in Kilkenny to commemorate three Fenians hanged in 1867. There was a procession from 

The Parade to St. Patrick’s Cemetery, with members of clubs and societies in the City, and 

three bands: St. Patrick’s Brass and Reed Band, St. Rioch’s Fife and Drum Band, and the 

Kilkenny Warpipers’ Band. An oration was delivered in The Assembly Room of the Town 

Hall by Bulmer Hobson. He laid out for his audience the arguments advanced by Eoin Mac 

Néill for setting up a volunteer force. 

Home Rule was being prevented by the Ulster Volunteers and the Irish People were being 

pushed to the wall because they were not armed. On Tuesday of that week, there was going to 

be a monster meeting of the citizens of Dublin to form National Volunteers to work and, if 

necessary, fight for Home Rule. As he had predicted the meeting packed the Rotunda Rink, 

with four thousand inside and thousands more outside. The date was November 25
th

 1913. 

It was March 5
th

 1914 before a meeting in the City Hall Kilkenny decided to set up a local 

Volunteer Movement. The speakers were Thomas McDonagh and Sir Roger Casement. 

McDonagh, in his speech referred to his time teaching in Kilkenny. “Twelve years ago he 

came to Kilkenny and it was in the National Spirit of this town that he first learned what it 

was to feel the patriotism of an Irishman.”  

Local IRB members had got instructions from Dublin to capture as many positions as 

possible in the local volunteer organisation. When a controlling committee for the county was 

formed, it included Peter de Loughrey, Jim Nolan, president of the G.A.A., Pat Corcoran and 

Ned Comerford, who were all IRB members. It also at that time had a number of Irish Party 

supporters. Training of the volunteers began shortly after the setting up of the local 

organisation. The butter shed in the Market Yard was the location for these sessions and the 

instructors were ex-soldiers. In August they requested the Corporation to provide two gas 

lamps in the Market Yard to facilitate training. 

In August as Britain was about to go to war with Germany, John Redmond declared in the 

House of Commons that the Irish Volunteers would be available to defend Ireland in the 

event of war. On August 4
th

 Britain declared war. The Kilkenny Volunteers were divided on 

this question, most following the Redmond line, a significant minority uneasy about it and the 

fact that the Irish Party leaders were openly encouraging recruitment for the British Army.  

Matters came to a head in Kilkenny at a Volunteer parade in the Market Yard, when speeches 

by two local clergymen advocating the Redmondite position were replied to by Peter de 

Loughrey and Ned Comerford. De Loughrey called on all who stood for Ireland and the green 

flag to move from the main body and form up separately. Twenty-eight did so and hundreds 

didn’t. 

In early September the Mayor of Kilkenny got a telegram from the MP for the city, Pat O’ 

Brien that the Home Rule Act was on the statute book. The Mayor called on the citizens to 

illuminate their houses. At the time this meant that people would place lights in every 

window facing the street. There was a parade around the city, with marching bands and 

crowds of rejoicing citizens.  There was little mention of the Suspensory Act passed at the 

same time which postponed the implementation of the Home Rule Act until after the war. 

The Kilkenny Journal editorial was headed “Thanks for nothing.”  
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When Redmond’s speech at Woodenbridge split the Volunteers, the original members of the 

volunteer executive expelled the Redmondite nominees, and kept the name Irish Volunteers. 

Redmond set up his own organisation called the National Volunteers. In County Kilkenny 

there were two rival Volunteer forces.  

This was especially evident in the city in November 1915, when there were two rival parades 

to commemorate the Manchester Martyrs. The City Battalion of the National Volunteers 

formed up on the Parade and, headed by the battalion pipe band, marched through the 

principal streets, finishing at the Town Hall where they were addressed by their president, Fr. 

Delahunty. The Irish Volunteers formed up at the Fianna Hall in King Street and also 

marched through the principal streets, also led by their pipe band, and carried rifles with fixed 

bayonets. The anniversary oration was delivered by Sean McDermott. 

The rifles carried by the National Volunteers had been supplied in September of 1914 by the 

M.P. for the city constituency Pat O’Brien. The Irish Volunteers had some Lee Enfields 

which they had purchased. 

In early April 1916  Cathal Brugha came to Kilkenny and met with Tom Treacy. He told him 

about the planned rising and outlined the part Kilkenny was expected to play: 

 (a) General manoeuvres were to be arranged for Easter Sunday.  

(b) The company was to proceed by way Of Borris (Co. Carlow) to the Scallop Gap 

(Scolloge gap) on the Wexford border, where they would link up with Wexford.  

(c) NO operations were to be commenced until they linked up with Wexford.  

(d) Captain J.J. O'Connell (Ginger) from G.H.Q. would be in command of all units in city and 

county, and all orders for the carrying out of operations and tasks were to be taken from him. 

The overall plan involved a rising in Dublin, the landing of 20,000 rifles, a million rounds of 

ammunition, and a few machine guns near Tralee, a number of risings around the country, 

and the disruption of communications, and the delaying of British reinforcements. The guns 

were to be brought by train to Limerick and distributed from there, principally in the west of 

Ireland. 

It is clear that there was no fighting planned for Kilkenny. The city battalion was to head 

through Gowran, Goresbridge, Borris, Ballymurphy, and over the Sculloge gap in the 

Blackstairs to join up with the Enniscorthy men. Enniscorthy was on the Dublin to Rosslare 

railway, and this was one of the routes that might be used by reinforcements coming from 

Britain. 

During Holy Week, the Kilkenny Volunteers were busy with preparations for the rising. On 

Spy Wednesday, De Loughrey, Jim Lalor, and Eamon Fleming of the Swan collected 

explosives at Wolfhill colliery and delivered them to Portlaoise for transport to Dublin. De 

Loughrey’s Motor car was again used to bring explosives from Wexford, and these also were 

sent on to Dublin. 

 

Ginger O’Connell was informed by the Military Council members that he was to be in 

command in Kilkenny, Carlow and Wexford. Before he left Dublin, he went to Bulmer 

Hobson, another moderate on the Volunteer executive, who had heard nothing of a projected 

rising. They went to Mac Néill and from there to see Pádraig Pearse. The result was that Mac 

Néill issued a countermand order stopping the manoeuvres announced for Easter Sunday 

which were to be a cover for the start of the rising. 

Easter Sunday, 23rd April. 1916. 
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On Easter Sunday at noon, the Kilkenny Volunteers came together at the Volunteer hall, now 

Kyteller’s Inn. Many of them had seen the order cancelling the “manoeuvres” in that 

morning’s Sunday Independent. They waited until two o’ clock when Tom Treacy dismissed 

the men with orders to assemble at eight o’ clock that evening. They waited until ten o’clock, 

when Ginger O’Connell arrived with orders that the rising was off. 

O’Connell had had a busy few days. On Friday morning he had arrived in Cork with word 

from Mac Neill that the rising was off. He informed the local leaders, McSwiney, McCurtain 

and O’Sullivan, who weren’t very pleased at the news. Later in the day Jim Ryan arrived with 

fresh instructions from Mac Neill that the rising was to go ahead. Next day O’Connell set out 

for Dublin, and at Mallow station found out that the arms ship had failed to land its cargo. He 

seems to have taken the train from there to Waterford, and informed the local leaders from 

there and from Dungarvan that the rising was off. When he got to Dublin he informed Mac 

Neill of the loss of the arms ship, and this led to the countermanding of the “manoeuvres” for 

a second time. On Easter Sunday, Min Ryan, Jim Ryan’s sister arrived in Enniscorthy with 

the countermand order, and met with Seamus Doyle and other leaders. O’Connell arrived 

with Dr. Dundon of Borris. It was decided to obey Mac Neill’s order. From Enniscorthy Min 

Ryan and O’Connell went to Wexford town and informed Sean Sinnott the Brigade O.C. 

They waited there and at 8 o’clock that evening a message arrived from Pearse postponing 

the rising. It didn’t contain any hint of the plans for Easter Monday in Dublin. At ten o’ 

clock, O’Connell arrived in Kilkenny. There is no hint that he told anyone there of his travels. 

Easter Monday 24
th

 April. 

The rising started in Dublin at noon with the occupation of the GPO. Early that morning Pat 

Corcoran and De Loughrey drove from Kilkenny to Borris and collected some guns from Dr. 

Dundon. By two in the afternoon, Treacy had heard confused rumours about hostilities in 

Dublin. That night the company mobilised at Stallard’s orchard at Asylum Lane. The 

weapons were unloaded and the men told to hold themselves ready the next day. 

On that same day, O’Connell was in Borris with Dr. Dundon when Nancy Wyse Power 

arrived with an order from Pearse saying the rising was on and they were to carry out their 

orders. Seamus Doyle arrived from Enniscorthy with Pearse’s order of the previous day. 

Doyle returned to Enniscorthy, expecting that Pearse’s new order would be there. O’Connell 

said he supposed Dublin could expect no help from them and Doyle replied that he must 

consult his brother officers. 

On Tuesday, the Wexford Town men mobilised, but a message came from O’Connell that 

Dublin was smashed and the British had landed a division at Dun Laoire. The men disbanded. 

In Kilkenny the men mobilised at 8.00 pm. O’Connell was present and made arrangements to 

send to Limerick to find out how things stood there. On Wednesday he was back in Wexford 

and had a blazing row with Bob Brennan, with each threatening to have the other court-

martialed. In Enniscorthy, they decided to sent Paul Galligan to Dublin to find out what was 

happening. O’Connell left Wexford and travelled to Kilkenny. According to Tom Treacy: 

On this day Captain J.J. O'Connell sent James Lalor of Walkin Street, Kilkenny, with a 

dispatch to Mr. James Leddon of Limerick. He travelled there on his motor bicycle and he 

duly contacted Mr. Leddon and got from him all available information in his possession as 

regards how things were generally, and he brought back a dispatch to the effect that Limerick 

was "not out". 

"A" Company mobilised as directed at the Volunteer Hall at 8 o'clock on this night. The 

situation was discussed by Captain J.J. O'Connell, members of controlling committee and the 

Company officers, and whatever representatives were present from outlying units. It was late 

when Jim Lalor arrived back from his long journey with the dispatch from Limerick referred 

to above."A" Company was dismissed at about 11 o'clock p.m. and ordered to mobilize at the 
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same place on the following night. Some lapsed members and about a dozen others attended 

at the Volunteer Hall and joined the Company during the week.  

O’Connell remained in Kilkenny from then on. The Kilkenny Volunteers assembled each 

night until it was clear that the rising in Dublin was over. 

If the Volunteers in Kilkenny were in the dark about events in Dublin, what must the rest 

of the citizens have felt? After Monday no trains arrived from Dublin. There was no 

telephone or telegraph service. Newspapers were unavailable. On Tuesday of the following 

week a copy of the Irish Times was brought by a man travelling from Dublin by train. In 

effect, Kilkenny, like most of Ireland was cut off from the outside world, and rumours took 

the place of news. Florence Hackett confided to her diary in midweek: 

 “Rumours of all sorts were flying around; that the powder magazine in Phoenix Park was 

blown up, that Guinness’s brewery was in possession of Sinn Fein, and also Kingsbridge; 

that the Munster Regiment refused to come out when called; that the Four Courts and 

Hibernian Bank were in possession of Sinn Fein, and so on.”  

When the local papers were able to resume publication they carried detailed accounts of the 

rising. Most of the news was reprinted from English papers, with some local colour about the 

people trapped in Dublin during the fighting. By the second week after the rising they had 

plenty of local news. Arrests had begun on Wednesday, May 3
rd

. Treacy, DeLoughrey, Jim 

Nolan, Jim Lalor and over twenty others were rounded up, lodged in the jail and sent by train 

to Dublin. On the way to the station, John Kealy collapsed in John Street and died within 

sight of his own public house. 

Over the next few weeks news of the execution of the leaders of the rising, and details of 

the fighting filled the newspapers. The North King Street murders had a particular effect in 

Kilkenny because one of the men shot by a soldier and buried in the cellar of the pub where 

he was manager was Patrick Bealin, originally from the Castlecomer area. His funeral and 

that of John Kealy were huge affairs, with lengthy lists of mourners published in the 

newspapers.  

The arrival of a thousand troops by train, and the posting of guards on the post office, and 

on the approaches to the town, and the appearance of armed soldiers on the principal streets 

caused alarm to ordinary people. Searches for arms were unsuccessful, but the raiding of 

houses for Volunteer suspects was carried out by the troops, with the RIC supplying local 

knowledge. 

Films of the destruction of Dublin by incendiary rounds were shown in the local cinema 

and must also have had a great effect on public opinion. The moving of many of the arrested 

to prisons in England was resented, and within days, the Kilkenny People carried details of a 

fund set up to help the dependants. Large sums of money were collected. Protests by the 

Corporation and County Council followed. From initial condemnation of the rising, the 

Kilkenny People began to come around to a condemnation of the British response, the 

illegality of imprisoning suspects without trial, the imposition of martial law, and to an 

admiration of the manner in which the Dublin Insurgents had conducted themselves. By 1917 

both the Kilkenny People and Kilkenny Journal could be counted on to support W.T. 

Cosgrave in the bye-election caused by the death of Pat O’Brien. 


